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Pedagogy of the Oppressed

PAULO FREIRE

AS WE ATTEMPT TO ANALYZE DIALOGUE AS A HUMAN PHENOMENON, we discover some-
thing which is the essence of dialogue itself: the word. But the word is more than just an in-
strument which makes dialogue possible; accordingly, we must seek its constitutive
clements. Within the word we find two dimensions, reflection and action, in such radical
interaction that if one is sacrificed—even in part—the other immediately suffers. There is
no true word that is not at the same time a praxis.! Thus, to speak a true word is to trans-
form the world.?

An unauthentic word, one which is unable to transform reality, results when dichotomy
is imposed upon its constitutive clements. When a word is deprived of its dimension of ac-
tion, reflection automatically suffers as well; and the word is changed into idle chatter, into
verbalism, into an alienated and alienating “blah.” It becomes an empty word, one which
cannot denounce the world, for denunciation is impossible without a commitment to
transform, and there is no transformation without action.

On the other hand, if action is emphasized exclusively, to the detriment of reflection, the
word is converted into activism. The latter-—action for action’s sake—negates the true praxis
and makes dialogue impossible. Either dichotomy, by creating unauthentic forms of exis-
tence, creates also unauthentic forms of thought, which reinforce the original dichotomy.

Human existence cannot be silent, nor can it be nourished by false words, but only by
true words, with which men transform the world. To exist, humanly, is to nare the world,
to change it. Once named, the world in its turn reappears to the namers as a problem and
requires of them a new naming. Men are not built in silence,? but in word, in work, in
action-reflection.

But while to say the true word—which is work, which is praxis—is to transform the
world, saying that word is not the privilege of some few men, but the right of every man.

From Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Continuum, 1970: pp. 75-86, 95-100.
Reprinted by permission.
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Consequently, no one can say a true word alone
scriptive act which robs others of their words.

Dialogue is the encounter between men, mediated by the world, in order to name the
world. Hence, dialogue cannot occur between those who want to name the world and
those who do not wish this naming—Dbetween those who deny other men the right to
speak their word and those whose right to speak has been denied them. Those who have
been denied their primordial right to speak their word must first reclaim this right and
prevent the continuation of this dechumanizing aggression.

If it is in speaking their word that men, by naming the world, transform it, dialogue im-
poses itself as the way by which men achieve significance as men. Dialogue is thus an exis-
tential necessity. And since dialogue is the encounter in which the united reflection and
action of the dialoguers are addressed to the world which is to be transformed and human-
ized, this dialogue cannot be reduced to the act of one person’s “depositing” ideas in an-
other, nor can it become a simple exchange of ideas to be “consumed” by the discussants.
Nor yet is it a hostile, polemical argument between men who are committed neither to the
naming of the world, nor to the search for truth, but rather to the imposition of their own
truth. Because dialogue is an encounter among men who name the world, it must not be a
situation where some men name on behalf of others. It is an act of creation; it must not
serve as a crafty instrument for the domination of one man by another. The domination
implicit in dialogue is that of the world by the dialoguers; it is conquest of the world for the
liberation of men.

Dialogue cannot exist, however, in the absence of a profound love for the world and for
men. The naming of the world, which is an act of creation and re-creation, is not possible if
it is not infused with love.* Love is at the same time the foundation of dialogue and dia-
logue itself. It is thus necessarily the task of responsible Subjects and cannot exist in a rela-
tion of domination. Domination reveals the pathology of love: sadism in the dominator
and masochism in the dominated. Because love is an act of courage, not of fear, love is com-
mitment to other men. No matter where the oppressed.are found, the act of love is com-
mitment to their- caise—the cause of liberation. And this commitment, because it is
loving, is dialogical. As an act of bravery, love cannot be sentimental; as an act of freedom,
it must not serve as a pretext for manipulation. It must generate other acts of freedom;
otherwise, it is not love. Only by abolishing the situation of oppression is it possible to re-
store the love which that situation made impossible. If I do not love the world—if I do not
love life—if I do not love men—I cannot enter into dialogue.

On the other hand, dialogue cannot exist without humility. The naming of the world,
through which men constantly re-create that world, cannot be an act of arrogance. Dia-
logue, as the encounter of men addressed to the common task of learning and acting, is
broken if the parties (or one of them) lack humility. How can I dialogue if I always project
ignorance onto others and never perceive my own? How can I dialogue if I regard myself as
a case apart from other men—mere “its” in whom I cannot recognize other “I”’s? How can
I dialogue if I consider myself a member of the in-group of “pure” men, the owners of
truth and knowledge, for whom all non-members are “these people” or “the great un-
washed?” How can I dialogue if T start from the premise that naming the world is the task
of an elite and that the presence of the people in history is a sign of deterioration, thus to
be avoided? How can 1 dialogue if [ am closed to—and even offended by—the contribu-
tion of others? How can I dialogue if I am afraid of being displaced, the mere possibility

nor can he say it for another, in a pre-
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causing me torment and weakness? Self-sufficiency is incompatible with dialogue. Men
who lack humility (or have lost it) cannot come to the people, cannot be their partners in
naming the world. Someone who cannot acknowledge himself to be as mortal as everyone
else still has a long way to go before he can reach the point of encounter. At the point of en-
counter there are neither utter ignoramuses nor perfect sages; there are only men who are
attempting, together, to learn more than they now know.

Dialogue further requires an intense faith in man, faith in his power to make and re-
make, to create and re-create, faith in his vocation to be more fully human (which is not
the privilege of an elite, but the birthright of all men). Faith in man is an a priori require-
ment for dialogue; the “dialogical man” believes in other men even before he meets them
face to face. His faith, however, is not naive. The “dialogical man” is critical and knows that
although it is within the power of men to create and transform, in a concrete situation of
alicnation men may be impaired in the use of that power. Far from destroying his faith in
man, however, this possibility strikes him as a challenge to which he must respond. He is
convinced that the power to create and transform, even when thwarted in concrete situa-
tions, tends to be reborn. And that rebirth can occur—not gratuitously, but in and
through the struggle for liberation—in the supersedence of slave labor by emancipated
labor which gives zest to life. Without this faith in man, dialogue is a farce which inevitably
degenerates into paternalistic manipulation.

Founding itself upon love, humility, and faith, dialogue becomes a horizontal relation-
ship of which mutual trust between the dialoguers is the logical consequence. It would be a
contradiction in terms if dialogue—Iloving, humble, and full of faith—did not produce.
this climate of mutual trust, which leads the dialoguers into ever closer partnership in the
naming of the world. Conversely, such trust is obviously absent in the anti-dialogics of the
banking method of education. Whereas faith in man is an a priori requirement for dia-
logue, trust is established by dialogue. Should it founder, it will be seen that the precondi-
tions were lacking. False love, false humility, and feeble faith in man cannot create trust.
Trust is contingent on the evidence which one party provides the others of his true, con-
crete intentions; it cannot exist if that party’s words do not coincide with his actions. To say
one thing and do another—to take one’s own word lightly—cannot inspire trust. To glo-
rify democracy and to silence the people is a farce; to discourse on humanism and to
negate man is a lie.

Nor yet can dialogue exist without hope. Hope is rooted in men’s incompletion, from
which they move out in constant search—a search which can be carried out only in com-
munion with other men. Hopelessness is a form of silence, of denying the world and flee-
ing from it, The dehumanization resulting from an unjust order is not a cause for despair
but for hope, leading to the incessant pursuit of the humanity denied by injustice. Hope,
however, does not consist in crossing one’s arms and waiting. As long as [ fight, 1 am moved
by hope; and if T fight with hope, then I can wait. As the encounter of men seeking to be
more fully human, dialogue cannot be carried on in a climate of hopelessness. If the dia-
loguers expect nothing to come of their efforts, their encounter will be empty and sterile,
bureaucratic and tedious.

Finally, true dialogue cannot exist unless the dialoguers engage in critical thinking—
thinking which discerns an indivisible solidarity between the world and men and admits of
no dichotomy between them—thinking which perceives reality as process, as transforma-
tion, rather than as a static entity—thinking which does not separate itself from action,
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but constantly immerses itsell in temporality without fear of the risks involved. Critical
thinking contrasts with naive thinking, which sees “historical time as a weight, a stratifica-
tion of the acquisitions and experiences of the past,”® from which the present should
emerge normalized and “well-behaved.” For the naive thinker, the important thing is ac-
commodation to this normalized “today.” For the critic, the important thing is the contin-
uing transformation of reality, in behalf of the continuing humanization of men. In the
words of Pierre Furter:

The goal will no longer be to eliminate the risks of temporality by clutching to guaran-
teed space, but rather to temporalize space. . .. The universe is revealed to me not as space,
imposing a massive presence to which [ can but adapt, but as a scope, a domain which takes
shape as [ act upon it.®

For naive thinking, the goal is precisely to hold fast to this guaranteed space and adjust
to it. By thus denying temporality, it denies itself as well.

Only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also capable of generating critical
thinking. Without dialogue there is no communication, and without communication
there can be no true education. Education which is able to resolve the contradiction be-
tween teacher and student takes place in a situation in which both address their act of cog-
nition to the object by which they are mediated. Thus, the dialogical character of
education as the practice of freedom does not begin when the teacher-student meets with
the students-teachers in a pedagogical situation, but rather when the former first asks him-
self what he will dialogue with the latter about. And preoccupation with the content of dia-
logue is really preoccupation with the program content of education.

For the anti-dialogical banking educator, the question of content simply concerns the
program about which he will discourse to his students; and he answers his own question,
by organizing his own program. For the dialogical, problem-posing teacher-student, the
program content of education is neither a gift nor an imposition—bits of information to
be deposited in the students—but rather the organized, systematized, and developed

“re-presentation” to individuals of the things about which they want to know more.”

Authentic education is not carried on by “A” for “B” or by “A” about “B,” but rather by “A”
with “B,” mediated by the world—a world which impresses and challenges both parties,
giving rise to views or opinions about it. These vicws,'impregnatéd with anxieties, doubts,
hopes, or hopelessness, imply significant themes on the basis of which the program con-
tent of education can be built. In its desire to create an ideal model of the “good man,” a
naively conceived humanism often overlooks the concrete, existential, present situation of
real men. Authentic humanism, in Pierre Furter’s words, “consists in permitting the emer-
gence of the awareness of our full humanity, as a condition and as an obligation, as a situa-
tion and as a project.”® We simply cannot go to the laborers—urban or peasant®—in the
banking style, to give them “knowledge” or to impose upon them the model of the “good
man” contained in a program whose content we have ourselves organized. Many political
and educational plans have failed because their authors designed them according to their
own personal views of reality, never once taking into account (except as mere objects of
their action) the men-in-a-situation to whom their program was ostensibly directed.

For the truly humanist educator and the authentic revolutionary, the object of action is
the reality to be transformed by them together with other men—not other men them-
selves. The oppressors are the ones who act upon men to indoctrinate them and adjust
them to a reality which must remain untouched. Unfortunately, however, in their desire to
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obtain the support of the people for revolutionary action, revolutionary leaders often fall
for the banking line of planning program content from the top down. They approach the
peasant or urban masses with projects which may correspond to their own view of the
world, but not to that of the people.'® They forget that their fundamental objective is to
fight alongside the people for the recovery of the people’s stolen humanity, not to “win the
people over” to their side. Such a phrase does not belong in the vocabulary of revolution-
ary leaders, but in that of the oppressor. The revolutionary’s role is to liberate, and be liber-
ated, with the people—not to win them over.

In their political activity, the dominant elites utilize the banking concept to encourage
passivity in the oppressed, corresponding with the latter’s “submerged” state of conscious-
ness, and take advantage of that passivity to “fill” that consciousness with slogans which
create even more fear of freedom. This practice is incompatible with a truly liberating
course of action, which, by presenting the oppressors’ slogans as a problem, helps the op-
pressed to “cject” those slogans from within themselves. After all, the task of the humanists
is surely not that of pitting their slogans against the slogans of the oppressors, with the op-
pressed as the testing ground, “housing” the slogans of first one group and then the other.
On the contrary, the task of the humanists is to sec that the oppressed become aware of the
fact that as dual beings, “housing” the oppressors within themselves, they cannot be truly
human.

This task implies that revolutionary leaders do not go to the people in order to bring
them a message of “salvation,” but in order to come to know through dialogue with them
both their objective situation and their awareness of that situation—the various levels of
perception of themselves and of the world in which and with which they exist. One cannot
expect positive results from an educational or political action program which fails to re-
spect the particular view of the world held by the people. Such a program constitutes cul-
tural invasion,'! good intentions notwithstanding.

The starting point for organizing the program content of education or political action
must be the present, existential, concrete situation, reflecting the aspirations of the people.
Utilizing certain basic contradictions, we must pose this cxistential, concrete, present situ-
ation to the people as a problem which challenges them and requires a response—not just
at the intellectual level, but at the level of action.'?

We must never merely discourse on the present situation, must never provide the peo-
ple with programs which have little or nothing to do with their own preoccupations,
doubts, hopes, and fears—programs which at times in fact increase the fears of the op-
pressed consciousness. It is not our role to speak to the people about our own view of the
world, not to attempt to impose that view on them, but rather to dialogue with the people
about their view and ours. We must realize that their view of the world, manifested vari-
ously in their action, reflects their situation in the world. Educational and political action

- which is not critically aware of this situation runs the risk either of “banking” or of preach-
. ing in the desert.

Often, educators and politicians speak and are not understood because their language is
- notattuned to the concrete situation of the men they address. Accordingly, their talk is just
: -alienated and alicnating rhetoric. The language of the educator or the politician (and it
:>seems more and more clear that the latter must also become an educator, in the broadest
; sense of the word), like the language of the people, cannot exist without thought; and nei-

i

i:-ther language nor thought can exist without a structure to which they refer. In order to
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communicate effectively, educator and politician must understand the structural condi-
tions in which the thought and language of the people are dialectically framed.

It is to the reality which mediates men, and to the perception of that reality held by edu-
cators and people, that we must go to find the program content of education. The investi-
gation of what I have termed the people’s “thematic universe”'>—the complex of their
“gencrative themes”—inaugurates the dialogue of education as the practice of freedom.
The methodology of that investigation must likewise be dialogical, affording the opportu-
nity both to discover generative themes and to stimulate people’s awareness in regard to
these themes. Consistent with the liberating purpose of dialogical education, the object of
the investigation is not men {as if men were anatomical fragments), but rather the
thought-language with which men refer to reality, the levels at which they perceive that re-
ality, and their view of the world, in which their generative themes are found.

Equally appropriate for the methodology of thematic investigation and for problem-
posing education is this effort to present significant dimensions of an individual’s contex-
tual reality, the analysis of which will make it possible for him to recognize the interaction
of the various components. Meanwhile, the significant dimensions, which in their turn are
constituted of parts in interaction, should be perceived as dimensions of total reality. In
this way, a critical analysis of a significant existential dimension makes possible a new, crit-
ical attitude towards the limit-situations. The perception and comprehension of reality are
rectified and acquire new depth. When carried out with a methodology of conscientizagao
the investigation of the generative theme contained in the minimum thematic universe
(the generative themes in interaction) thus introduces or begins to introduce men to a
critical form of thinking about their world.

In the event, however, that men perceive reality as dense, impenctrable, and enveloping,
it is indispensable to proceed with the investigation by means of abstraction. This method
does not involve reducing the concrete to the abstract (which would signify the negation of
its dialectical nature), but rather maintaining both elements as opposites which interrelate
dialectically in the act of reflection. This dialectical movement of thought is exemplified
perfectly in the analysis of a concrete, existential, “coded” situation.?! Its “decoding” re-
quires moving from the abstract to the concrete; this requires moving from the part to the
whole and then returning to the parts; this in turn requires that the Subject recognize him-
self in the object (the coded concrete existential situation) and recognize the object as a sit-
uation in which he finds himself, together with other Subjects. If the decoding is well done,
this movement of flux and reflux from the abstract to the concrete which occurs in the
analysis of a coded situation leads to the supersedence of the abstraction by the critical
perception of the concrete, which has already ceased to be a dense, impenetrable reality.

When an individual is presented with a coded existential situation (a sketch or photo-
graph which leads by abstraction to the concreteness of existential reality), his tendency is
to “split” that coded situation. In the process of decoding, this separation corresponds to
the stage we call the “description of the situation,” and facilitates the discovery of the inter-
action among the parts of the disjoined whole. This whole (the coded situation), which
previously had been only diffusely apprehended, begins to acquire meaning as thought
flows back to it from the various dimensions. Since, however, the coding is the representa-
tion of an existential situation, the decoder tends to take the step from the representation
to the very concrete situation in which and with which he finds himself. It is thus possible
to explain conceptually why individuals begin to behave differently with regard to
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objective reality, once that reality has ceased to look like a blind alley and has taken on its
true aspect: a challenge which men must meet.

In all the stages of decoding, men exteriorize their view of the world. And in the way
they think about and face the world—fatalistically, dynamically, or statically—their gen-
erative themes may be found. A group which does not concretely express a generative the-
matics—a fact which might appear to imply the nonexistence of themes—is, on the
contrary, suggesting a very dramatic theme: the theme of silence. The theme of silence sug-
gests a structure of mutism in face of the overwhelming force of the limit-situations.

[ must re-emphasize that the generative theme cannot be found in men, divorced from
reality; nor yet in reality, divorced from men; much less in “no man’s land.” It can only be
apprehended in the men-world relationship. To investigate the generative theme is to in-
vestigate man’s thinking about reality and man’s action upon reality, which is his praxis.
For precisely this reason, the methodology proposed requires that the investigators and the
people (who would normally be considered objects of that investigation) should act as co-
investigators. The more active an attitude men take in regard to the exploration of their
thematics, the more they deepen their critical awareness of reality and, in spelling out
those thematics, take possession of that reality.

Some may think it inadvisable to include the people as investigators in the search for
their own meaningful thematics: that their intrusive influence (N.B., the “intrusion” of
those who are most interested—or ought to be—in their own education) will “adulterate”
the findings and thereby sacrifice the objectivity of the investigation. This view mistakenly
presupposes that themes exist, in their original objective purity, outside men—as if
themes were things. Actually, themes exist in men in their relations with the world, with
reference to concrete facts. The same objective fact could evoke different complexes of gen-
erative themes in different epochal sub-units. There is, therefore, a relation between the
given objective fact, the perception men have of this fact, and the generative themes.

A meaningful thematics is expressed by men, and a given moment of expression will
differ from an earlier moment, if men have changed their perception of the objective facts
to which the themes refer. From the investigator’s point of view, the important thing is to
detect the starting point at which men visualize the “given” and to verify whether or not
during the process of investigation any transformation has occurred in their way of per-
ceiving reality. (Objective reality, of course, remains unchanged. If the perception of that
reality changes in the course of the investigation, that fact does not impair the validity of
the investigation.)

We must realize that the aspirations, the motives, and the objectives implicit in the
meaningful thematics are human aspirations, motives, and objectives. They do not exist
“out there” somewhere, as static entitics; they are occurring. They are as historical as men
themselves; consequently, they cannot be apprehended apart from men. To apprehend
these themes and to understand them is to understand both the men who embody them
and the reality to which they refer. But—precisely because it is not possible to understand
these themes apart from men—it is necessary that the men concerned understand them as
well. Thematic investigation thus becomes a common striving towards awareness of reality
and towards self-awareness, which makes this investigation a starting point for the educa-
tional process or for cultural action of a liberating character.

The real danger of the investigation is not that the supposed objects of the investiga-
tion, discovering themselves to be co-investigators, might “adulterate” the analytical

131



132

PAULO FREIRE

results. On the contrary, the danger lies in the risk of shifting the focus of the investigation
from the meaningful themes to the people themselves, thereby treating the people as ob-
jects of the investigation. Since this investigation is to serve as a basis for developing an ed-
ucational program in which teacher-student and students-tecachers combine their
cognitions of the same object, the investigation itself must likewise be based on reciprocity
of action.

Thematic investigation, which occurs in the realm of the human, cannot be reduced to a
mechanical act. As a process of search, of knowledge, and thus of creation, it requires the
investigators to discover the interpenetration of problems, in the linking of meaningful
themes. The investigation will be most educational when it is most critical, and most criti-
cal when it avoids the narrow outlines of partial or “focalized” views of reality, and sticks to
the comprehension of fotal reality. Thus, the process of scarching for the meaningful the-
matics should include a concern for the links between themes, a concern to pose these
themes as problems, and a concern for their historical-cultural context.

Just as the educator may not claborate a program to present to the people, neither may
the investigator elaborate “itineraries” for researching the thematic universe, starting from
points which hehas predetermined. Both education and the investigation designed to sup-
port it must be “sympathetic” activities, in the etymological sense of the word. That is, they
must consist of communication and of the common experience of a reality perceived in
the complexity of its constant “becoming.”

The investigator who, in the name of scientific objectivity, transforms the organic into
something inorganic, what is becoming into what is, life into death, is a man who fears
change. He sees in change (which he does not deny, but neither does he desire) not a sign of
life, but a sign of death and decay. He does want to study change—Dbut in order to stop it,
not in order to stimulate or deepen it. However, in sceing change as a sign of death and in
making people the passive objects of investigation in order to arrive at rigid models, he be-
trays his own character as a killer of life.

NOTES

L. Action
Reflection )
Sacrifice of action =verbalism
Sacrifice of reflection = activism

2. Some of these reflections emerged as a result of conversations with Professor Ernani Maria Fiori.

3. Tobviously do not refer to the silence of profound meditation, in which men only apparently leave the
world, withdrawing from it in order to consider it in its totality, and thus remaining with it. But this
type of retreat is only authentic when the meditator is “bathed” in reality; not when the retreat signi-
fies contempt for the world and flight from it, in a type of “historical schizophrenia.”

4. Tam more and more convinced that true revolutionaries must perceive the revolution, because of its
creative and liberating nature, as an act of love. For me, the revolution, which is not possible withouta
theory of revolution—and therefore science— is not irreconcilable with love. On the contrary: the
revolution is made by men to achieve their humanization. What, indeed, is the deeper motive which
moves men to become revolutionaries, but the dehumanization of man? The distortion imposed on
the word “love” by the capitalist world cannot prevent the revolution from being essentially loving in
character, nor can it prevent the revolutionaries from affirming their love of life. Guevara (while
admitting the “risk of sceming ridiculous”) was not afraid to affirm it: “Let me say, with the risk of
appearing ridiculous, that the true revolutionary is guided by strong feelings of love. It is impossible to
think of an authentic revolutionary without this quality” Venceremos— The Speeches and Writings of
Che Guevara, edited by John Gerassi (New York, 1969), p.398.

word = work = praxis _
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From the letter of a friend.

Pierre Furter, Fducagao e Vida (Rio, 1966), pp. 26-27.

[n a long conversation with Malraux, Mao-Tse-Tung declared, “You know I've proclaimed for a long
time: we must teach the masses clearly what we have received from them confusedly.” André Malraux,
Anti-Memoirs (New York, 1968), pp. 361-362. This affirmation contains an entire dialogical theory of
how to construct the program content of education, which cannot be elaborated according to what the
educator thinks best for his students.

Furter, op. cit., p. 165.

The latter, usually submerged in a colonial context, are almost umbilically linked to the world of
nature, in relation to which they feel themselves to be component parts rather than shapers.

“Our cultural workers must serve the people with great enthusiasm and devotion, and they must link
themselves with the masscs, not divorce themselves from the masses. In order to do so, they must act in
accordance with the needs and wishes of the masses. All work done for the masses must start from
their nceds and not from the desire of any individual, however well-intentioned. It often happens that
objectively the masses need a certain change, but subjectively they are not yet conscious of the need, not
yet willing or determined to make the change. In such cases, we should wait patiently. We should not
make the change until, through our work, most of the masses have become conscious of the need and
are willing and determined to carry it out. Otherwise we shall isolate ourselves from the masses. . . .
There are two principles here: one is the actual needs of the masses rather than what we fancy they
need, and the other is the wishes of the masses, who must make up their own minds instead of our
making up their minds for them.” From the Selected Works of Mao-Tse-Tung, Vol. 111 “The United
Front in Cultural Work” (October 30, 1944) (Peking, 1967), pp. 186-187.

This point will be analyzed in detail in Chapter 4.

Itis as self-contradictory for true humanists to use the banking method as it would be for rightists to
engage in problem-posing education. (The latter are always consistent—they never use a problem-
posing pedagogy.)

The expression “meaningful thematics” is used with the sanie connotation.

The coding of an existential situation is the representation of that situation, showing some of its con-
stituent elements in interaction. Decoding is the critical analysis of the coded situation.
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